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Introduction
Norway is a country characterised by dynamic and fundamental social changes. 
A society which just a few decades ago was comparatively homogeneous is 
becoming heterogeneous and multicultural. In Work Package 5, entitled Children’s 
experience of growing up transnationally, we attempted to explore the way 
the children of Polish migrants grow up in this changing society, i.e. from the 
perspective of the youngest actors of the migration process. The methods used 
to collect the empirical material were semi-structured interviews, drawings, 
an incomplete sentences test and observation accompanying interviews, and 
provided original data encompassing the complex experiences of children in the 
Polish-Norwegian transnational space. The material we gathered made it possible 
to examine and give examples of the experiences of children in the areas of family 
and peer and school life.
Research aims
The main objective of Work Package 5 was to investigate the course of the process 
by which the children of Polish migrants in Norway adapt to peer groups, school 
life, free-time activities and life in the wider community. Further aims were:
• To show children’s experience of growing up in a transnational space from  
a wide perspective and from their own point of view (child-centred approach)
• To present migration and its influence on the family, family practices, 
maintaining transnational bonds and formation of the sense of belonging
• To examine the opportunities, barriers and challenges for integration in 
educational institutions and the peer community from children’s perspective
• To hold workshops for migrant families
• To develop recommendations regarding the educational and integrational 
problems of the children of Polish migrants in Norway.
Methodology, fieldwork and characteristics of respondents
The methodological framework of the research on children was based on a leading 
approach in contemporary sociology of childhood – the child-centred approach. 
The children were thus treated as active subjects, partners and experts regarding 
their own lives, and their experiences were placed at the centre of the research 
process (e.g. Corsaro 2011; Hyvönena et al. 2014).
The research with children took place from January to May 2014 in Oslo and border 
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counties (up to 200 km away).1
The fieldwork commenced with ethnographic observation of the Polish community 
and expert interviews. In total, we conducted 20 semi-structured interviews 
with Polish and Norwegian experts (mostly with teachers, academics, diaspora 
leaders, social workers and clergymen). The sample was targeted, using a so-
called snowball approach to reach the respondents. Among the topics we asked 
the experts about during the interviews were the situation of the children of Polish 
migrants in the family and in the institutions which they represented.
After an initial overview of the research terrain came the main research, i.e. that 
with children. For this we recruited parents with children. During the recruitment 
we benefited from the support of the experts whom we had interviewed, 
migrant acquaintances and Polish diaspora institutions. The empirical material 
encompassed 50 interviews with 53 children (25 girls, 28 boys), as children were 
invited to participated in the research both individually and with their siblings. 
The research participants were children aged 6-13 living permanently in Norway, 
born mostly in Poland (32 respondents), in Norway (20 respondents) and in the 
United Kingdom (1 respondent) to nationally homogeneous (Polish-Polish) and 
mixed couples. At the time of the research, the children were attending Norwegian 
primary school and were able to speak Polish to (at least) a communicative level. 
The children varied in terms of family type (nuclear family, including cohabitation, 
non-heteronormative family, single-parent family and reconstructed family), 
parents’ origin (mostly Poland and Norway), parents’ education (vocational, 
technical, secondary, higher) and parents’ professional status (manual and white-
collar workers; for more see Slany, Strzemecka 2015a). All interviews took place in 
the children’s flats/houses (mostly in their rooms). The researchers were therefore 
able to observe the everyday practices in the private space.
After obtaining written consent of a parent and a verbal consent of a child who 
was to participate in the study, the  interview began by using a drawing technique, 
in which the children were asked to draw their family, and then their school. 
The drawings were treated as an encouragement for further discussion with the 
children. If the child did not feel like drawing, he/she usually suggested other 
activities to the researcher (e.g. looking at a family photo album, playing a game 
or looking at souvenirs). During these activities we asked about issues specified in 
the research manual, which included such areas as:
• Identity and sense of belonging: strategies of constructing and negotiating 
1 Conducted by Stella Strzemecka, MA with the support of Anna Bednarczyk, Inga Hajdarowicz and Dr Justyna Bell (over 
the course of two weeks).
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identity and the child’s attachment to various people, places and things in 
specific contexts (family, school, peer groups) and future plans.
• Family and free time: relations with parents, siblings and relatives in Poland, 
Norway and other countries, types and frequency of transnational contacts, 
perception of gender roles, parents’ situation on the labour market, interests 
and models for spending free time, holidays, winter breaks and summer 
vacation.
• School and learning as well as peers and friends: relations with parents, 
assessment of support received from school, extracurricular classes, 
linguistic competences and preferences, peer-group relations, networks 
of friends, ways and degrees of integration, attitudes towards diversity. 
The methods were used as flexibly as possible and adjusted to the child’s 
preferences, competences and feelings (Wilkinson 2000).
At the end of the meeting, older children (aged 9-13) were also asked to fill an 
incomplete sentences test. The task involved completing sentences prepared 
previously with the answers that first came to mind. The test was composed of 
11 sentences (e.g. My friends are…, My school is…, My family is…, My home is…, 
When I grow up I would like to live in…). The child had three language versions of 
the test to choose from (Polish, Norwegian, English).
During the five-month fieldwork, we were able to accumulate extensive empirical 
material from the meetings with the children. In total we collected 50 interviews, 
60 drawings and 24 incomplete sentences tests.
Research results
Below we present the main conclusions from the research with the group of 
children born in Poland.
1. National identifications and sense of belonging after the children’s 
migration
The migration event – the result of parents’ economic migrations – and the 
everyday life of the family in the Polish-Norwegian transnational space give 
rise to complex dilemmas in the child associated with national identification 
and the sense of belonging. Based on Antonina Kłoskowska’s (1996) concept of 
national identification and cultural valence,2 we identified four types of national 
identification:
2 National identification concerns the declared designation of the individual in national and ethnic categories, encompassing 
subjective and objective factors. Cultural valence, meanwhile, refers to assimilation of culture and regarding it as one’s own 
(see Kłoskowska 1996).
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a) Polish-Norwegian bivalence
b) Ambivalence
c) Polish univalence
d) Norwegian univalence.
The dominant type of identification manifested by children – Polish-Norwegian 
bivalence – should be perceived as a positive factor that can make it easier to 
construct bridging social capital (Putnam 2000) between the sending and receiving 
society. The second type of identification, meanwhile – ambivalence – should be 
regarded as a challenge of integration. Children manifesting uncertainty towards 
identification experience a loss of the place they have earned in their country of 
origin, and are also not fully adjusted to the Norwegian demands of functioning 
in the peer community and school (Strzemecka 2015; Slany, Strzemecka 2016a). 
Irrespective of the type of identification manifested, it is important to note that the 
identifications of children observed in the research is processual and negotiable. 
They will therefore change as their time spent in Norway continues and the 
longer they practise life in the Polish-Norwegian transnational space (see Slany, 
Strzemecka 2016a).
Table 1. National identity types present among children of Polish migrants born in Poland, 
currently living in Norway, based on the children’s declaration   
Source: Based on A. Kłoskowska (1996). 
Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4
Univalence – Poland Ambivalence Bivalence – 
Poland and Norway
Univalence – Norway
Poland Norway Poland Norway Poland Norway
?
Inherent and integral 
national identiﬁca-
tion with Poland
Special attachment to 
Polish culture e.g. use 
of Polish language, 
maintenance of 
family ties, return to 
Poland, do not follow 
some speciﬁc Nordic 
norms (e.g. “candy 
day”).
Inherent and integral 
national identiﬁcation 
with Norway
 
Selecting Norway as 
one’s place of 
settlement/ centre of 
life, using Norwegian 
language in the 
everyday life, at home 
and in school, produce 
an original version of 
speciﬁc Nordic norms 
(e.g. “candy day”) or 
adapt the norms 
unchanged.
Double national 
identiﬁcation
Preference for both 
what is Polish and 
what is Norwegian. 
Conﬁdent use of both 
languages, create an 
original version of 
speciﬁc Nordic norms 
(e.g. “candy day”).
Ambivalent national 
identiﬁcation
Uncertainty of one 
parent’s living situation 
causes fears, depression, 
poor results at school, 
insuﬃcient knowledge of 
Norwegian, no sentiment 
for one’s space/place of 
life, do not adopt speciﬁc 
Nordic norms (e.g. “candy 
day”) or create their 
original versions.
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2. Transnational intergenerational arc
The research showed that children initiate, mobilise and maintain family bonds 
in the Polish-Norwegian social space (Slany, Strzemecka 2015b). The children’s 
practices aiming at strengthening family bonds include regular visits of family 
members (e.g. during holidays), sending text messages, communicating via Skype 
and making surprises (e.g. unannounced visits for grandmother’s birthday). The 
research revealed that the transnational family is a peculiar sociometric structure 
in which children’s affective choices most frequently fall on their mother, father 
and grandmother, as well, interestingly, as pets, regarded as family members
Figure 1. The most important people in children’s lives 
according to their own perception.
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Migration is a phenomenon  that emphasises the important and unique (from the 
child’s point of view) grandmother-grandchild relationship. Based on the research, 
we can form a hypothesis on the importance of the so-called transnational 
intergenerational arc, saying that in the context of international mobility children 
form strong ties with their (great-)grandparents. Children are bonded particularly 
strongly to their (great-)grandmothers – in some cases even more so than with 
parents. A grandmother is not just only the person who sends parcels to Norway, 
but above all she plays the role of friend (the grandmother and grandchild go to 
the cinema together, on holiday, or watch game shows, while commenting on 
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them over the telephone). Moreover, she gives invaluable emotional support – 
especially in the more difficult moments in school life.
“[…] I speak to grandma over the phone every Saturday. […] I also write 
text messages, mhm, for instance when I feel sad or angry. But I always 
phone on Saturdays, always. And every Saturday when I call grandma our 
favourite TV show “Bet a million” [Polish TV competition aired on public TV] is 
on. So we always watch it together, only we talk about it over the phone. And 
sometimes when I have to fall asleep and can’t, then I pretend that grandma 
is next to me. Yes, always when I go to Poland I sleep with grandma. B. [girl’s 
younger brother] likes to sleep with mum and dad on my bed in Poland, an 
orange one […] I sleep with grandma and a cousin, but a grandfather snores 
and has a very strange bed.” /Aneta, aged 9/
The transnational intergenerational arc is thus a kind of relational space that 
permits family bonds to be maintained and strengthened, and consequently leads 
to an increase in migratory social capital. 
3. Family practices and gender roles from the children’s perspective
Analysing the question of family practices and gender roles, the children’s 
statements reveal that that perceive the division of roles and responsibilities in 
their family in what we might call a traditional way (Slany, Strzemecka 2015). 
In the children’s perception, there is a clear division between productive work, 
appertaining to fathers, and reproductive work, which is the domain of mothers. 
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Graph 1. Household responsibilities in the eyes of a child
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In families at the “getting started ” stage it is difficult to realise egalitarian models 
of family life. Parents mostly practise a so-called “mixed model”, in which the 
woman, alongside her professional work, is responsible for most domestic chores.
This leads to the interpretation that migrant mothers sustain and practise the 
cultural model of the “Mother Pole”. Their children perceive them as carers and 
managers of the home, although in fact most of them go to work to increase the 
family income.  
“I guess mum simply likes to spend time with us… just hang out, yyyy, spend 
time…yyyy, and take care of us…care for us. [It is] Mum [‘s task]. She is to 
know what we are doing and where. She frequently calls and asks where we 
are and what we are up to, [for example] when we are at the playground.” 
/Wojciech, aged 12/
As for the father, children perceive his main role mostly from the perspective of 
the family’s material prosperity, indicating that the father is the family’s main 
breadwinner.
 “Mum is [responsible] for doing sports, dad is for working […] And dad works with 
this because he wants to do right by the family […] Dad’s work [is establishing] 
rules, at Statoil, there. It is not really very interesting, but dad works with that so 
that [there is] money for the family.” /Marta, aged 9/
In the children’s eyes, the mother’s professional work is less valued than that 
of the father, as a result not just of the lower earnings but also of the children’s 
expectations with regard to the mother’s duty at home and in the family. Children 
also pointed to their fathers’ frequent physical absence at home and lesser 
engagement in care for the children. Many fathers are unable to participate in 
everyday care practices, even if they would like to, as they often work late hours 
not just in the week, but also at weekends (e.g. doing renovations or building 
work). None of the children spoke overtly of any conflicts between their parents 
owing to division of roles and responsibilities in the family.
4. Children’s experience of school and peer community
Norwegian school is a new educational and pedagogical order for the children. 
They find entry to the Norwegian school and peer community to be an intense 
experience, in particular those children who attended school in Poland (Strzemecka 
2015). This conclusion confirms the specific problems of the “1.5” generation, i.e. 
migrants born in their parents’ country of origin and raised at least partly in the 
38
receiving country). They state that different rules and standards apply in Norway 
than in Poland (e.g. different premises of the education system, friendships “with 
everybody”, greater openness and equality, and going outside regardless of the 
weather). The children stressed that the need to have “the strength” to enter 
the new school and peer community. They therefore need support both at home 
(from family members) and at school (from teachers and peers). The research 
demonstrated that a child’s general sense of satisfaction with school life was 
affected to a substantial extent by the family situation – e.g. the family’s economic 
situation, the child’s and parents’ competences in Norwegian, and relations 
between home and school (Strzemecka 2015). Children often also pointed 
to the important role of the teacher, who could influence better functioning in 
school. They appreciated the practical and psychological support teacher offered, 
especially in the initial post-migration phase.
“[…] when I was six, we came here. And, and I didn’t know Norwegian at all, and 
the day after we came, I already had to go to school. (…) but I had this teacher 
who was Polish too. She taught me. […] she’s very nice. […] she helps me to 
understand. […] She goes to another room, and explains it to us. And then an 
assistant looks after the other children in the classroom.” /Aneta, aged 9/
As for contacts with peers, the research showed that the children feel lonely 
and rejected, especially at the start of their stay in Norway. With time, though, 
influenced by their acquired competences in Norwegian, the group dynamic and 
openness of their peers (Gordon et al. 2000), the child’s network of contacts 
begins to grow thicker and more diverse (including in terms of the ethnicity, sex 
and age of peers).
“[…] from the first year I went to school [in Norway] I didn’t have many friends. 
Then in the second year… […] I knew [Norwegian], but you could still just about 
hear I wasn’t from Norway. Then in the second year you could hear I was from 
Norway, that everything right… Actually I still didn’t have friends and I argued a 
lot. I mean they argued with me, teased me, that was the case till maybe the fifth 
year. In fact those were quite difficult times for me, because they almost rejected 
me from their circle, I was alone. Now I’m more with friends, we’re more together.” 
/Wojciech, aged 12/
Conclusion
For children, international migration is a turning point in their lives. The world 
known and close to them becomes distant, replaced by a world that is to a certain 
extent incomprehensible, which the children gradually internalise. Growing up 
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for the children of Polish migrants involves a set of experiences linked to such 
experiences as reconstructing identity, maintaining transnational family bonds 
within the transnational intergenerational arc, redefining family and gender roles 
and integration into the school and peer community. The possible consequences 
caused by the migration event, which requires the children to get to know a new 
country in order to function effectively in a complex order of social relationships, 
are diverse. This is not as a target state, but rather as a dynamic process 
encompassing the sequence of events that the child’s joining a new society 
entails (Grzymała-Kazłowska 2008; Biernath 2008). Our research showed that 
children bear high costs as a result of integration in the initial phase of their stay 
in Norway. However, as reflexive and critical subjects, children take the trouble 
to enter Norwegian society. They seek to actively reconstruct and find a place for 
themselves, despite the temporary sense of their own distinctiveness. Assimilation 
of the language of the accepting country – in as short a time as possible – is the 
key to participation in the peer community and school life. The research revealed 
that children generally manifest attitudes of openness combined with curiosity 
regarding what might prove valuable for them in the culture of the new country. 
Based on the conclusions from Work Package 5 presented in this Report and other 
publications (e.g. Slany, Strzemecka 2015; Pustułka, Ślusarczyk, Strzemecka 
2015; Strzemecka 2015; Slany, Strzemecka 2016a, b, c), we can state that the 
voices of migrant children not only bring a cognitively and empirically original 
input to our knowledge on migration among children, but also develop an in-depth 
understanding of the phenomenon of migration of families.
